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ARE VOLUNTARY ACCREDITING ASSOCIATIONS

BECOMING GOVERNMENT AGENCIES?

Over three-quarters of a century ago, in 1913, two seemingly unrelated events presaged
this question. First, the North Central Association of Colleges and Schools published the
first approved list of 77 accredited collegiate institutions, 72 junior and senior colleges,
plus five teacher coﬂeges and normal schools. All of these institutions participa’cecl
voluntarily in the accompanying evaluation process, and when “approved” (Article IV,
Section 2 - Membership) and listed as “accredited,” each one could pay dues and be
admitted to membership in the Association.

Second, in that same year, the 16th Amendment to the Constitution of the United
States was approvecl. It gave Congress the righ’c to tax incomes of corporations and
individuals and budget these funds for the “general welfare,” including education.
Previously, in such cases as Pollack v. Farmers’ Loan and Trust (1895), the Supreme
Court had ruled similar taxing powers unconstitutional. Until 1913, the “spending
power” of the federal government had been seriously restricted in contrast to the several
states of the republic.

Federal efforts to affect state policies regarding education prior to 1913 had taken two
main forms. First, many attempts had been made in Congress to establish a “national”
university, with defeats every time. The second form, the spending power, came from
esta})lishing conditions for state expencliture of federal-budge’ced funds. Early federal
efforts to make educational policy--such as the Morrill Acts of 1862 and 1890--were
based on rewarding states and territories with federal land grants (the only “funding”
source available at the time) to obtain their participation in the proposecl policy changes.
This procedure had been followed since the 10th Amendment limited the powers of the
federal government, reserving education to the states (Finkin, 1978). The spending power
of the federal government expanclecl enormously as income taxes siphonecl off increasing

billions of dollars from 1913 through the next half century.

Eventually, in 1944, through the G.I. Bill (Public Law 82-550), Congress provided
billions of dollars to support veterans’ attendance at all types of educational institutions.
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Additional federal funds to support students attencling college have grown rapiclly since
that time. The 1988 fiscal-year budget for the Department of Education alone was close
to $22 billion, with almost $9 billion for financial aid of postsecondary education
students.

Establishing a sound basis for redistril)uting billions of federal tax dollars to millions of
students has been easy in some cases and a prol)lem in others. For example, the Social
Security Administration distributed large amounts of funds to thousands of students to
support their attendance at hundreds of institutions--with no apparent prol)lems regarcling
evaluation, listing, approval, and accreditation of the institutions. On the other liancl, the
Veterans Administration had many liiglrly visible, widely pul)licizecl prol)lems as it
operated the G.I. Bill from 1944 to 1952. The Veterans’ Readjustment Act of 1952--
passecl to continue the benefits of the G.I. Bill--added a new requirement that

For the purposes of this act the Commissioner [of Education] shall pul)lisli
a list of nationally recognizecl accre(iiting agencies and associations which he
determines to be reliable authorities as to the quality of training offered l)y
an educational institution, and the state approving agency (operatecl in each
state and financed by contract with the Veterans Administration) may, upon
concurrence, utilize the accreditation of such associations or agencies for
approval of the courses specifically accredited and approvecl l)y such
accrediting association or agency. (See Young et al., 1983, Chapter 13, for
an in-deptli discussion of the politics of this law and its implementation.)

This seemingly innocuous bit of legislation i;undamentally cliangeci the focus of operation
of voluntary accreditation. From attention to relationsliips with member institutions and
the states that licensed them, it became a triad, a tliree-part structure for accreditation
(Kaplin, 1975). The state and federal governments came to rely more and more on the
finclings of voluntary, private associations for decisions about government activities.
Federal agencies now described voluntary accrediting associations as “agencies” and as
“quasi-govemmental." The accre(iiting associations described themselves as accre(iiting
“bodies” which were “quasi-public” entities (Council on Postsecondary Accreditation
[COPA], 1987, p. 1) and performed “voluntary nongovernmental evaluation” of
institutions (Heilbron, 1976, p. 9).

In 1975, Kenneth Young (as cited in Kaplin, 1975), the first president of COPA,

described the triad (of states, voluntary accrecliting associations, and federal agencies) as
“rhetorically equilateral” (p. v), although questioning the long-term possibility of an equal,
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egal partnership. Over a decade later, the question still existed. Further discussion of
each of the three parts of the triad may help to answer it.

One Side of the Triad:
Voluntary Accrediting Associations

As one of three major types, voluntary accrediting associations represent a minute but
important part of the millions of nonprofit voluntary organizations that provide services
and goods to the people of the United States. Voluntary associations operate side-l)y-side
with for-profit business and commercial organizations and the governmental enterprises
that are supported l)y taxes on the profits of these organizations. By de{'inition, voluntary
nonprofit organizations are not governmental agencies. However, over the last 50 years,
the federal and state governments have increasingly depended upon voluntary
organizations to provide necessary Services, so much so that they often subsidize voluntary
organizations to help them provide services necessary for the put)ic welfare at the low costs
characteristic of voluntary enterprises. In 1975, the Filer Commission, which studied this
entire area, reported that the government itself was “contributing [i.e., buying or
contracting for services) . . . about $23 billion to nonprofit organizations, compared to
$25 billion from private giving to these same organizations.” (See Harcleroad, 1980a,
1980b, for a more detailed discussion of this activity.) Although there is a constant press
from state and federal governments to “use” the voluntary accrediting associations for
governmental purposes, they continue to be essentially voluntary enterprises, acting in the
put)lic interest.

A century ago, at the same time that regulatory commissions such as the Interstate
Commerce Commission and the Federal Trade Commission were l)eing established l)y the
federal government, the collegiate institutions of the United States developed the first
voluntary nongovernmental associations designed to set some standards regarding
coﬂegiate education and to l)ring order into the process of movement from high school to
college. Alongside these institutional associations, the members of various pro£essiona1
groups set up comparal;le discipline-oriented organizations. For example, the American
Medical Association’s Council on Medical Education started classifying medical schools in
the 1905-1907 period, and within a decade, many of the weak and very substandard
medical schools had closed. Other pro£essiona1 disciplinary associations have been
founded regularly in every decade since that time, and today there are two major types of



volun’cary accrecli’cing associations, those that deal with institutions and those that deal
with 5pecializec1 programmatic fields of stucly.

By 1952, when the federal government determined that the lists of accredited institutions
preparecl })y recognizecl volun’cary accrecli’cing associations would be the basis for their
distribution of funds to individuals (and later to institutions for institutional purposes),
there were six recognizecl regiOnal, institutional accrecli’cing associations covering all of the
United States and its territories. These regional associations, in turn, had established
their own volun’cary association known as the Federation of Regional Commissions for the
Accreditation of Higher Education.

The 5pecializec1 programmatic accreditation organizations had grown to such numbers that
shortly after World War I1, the presidents of some of the leading universities of the
United States formed the National Commission on Accrecli’cing. This volun’cary
organization was clesignecl to review all of the specializecl programmatic associations and
determine which ones should be supportecl })y the institutional funds and which should be
“forced” to revert to the institutional type of accreditation by having the institution refuse
to pay any fees to these associations if they did not do so. Just as the National
Commission on Accrecli’cing was trying to close down several of the accrecli’cing groups of a
specialized nature, the Commissioner of Education, in September 1952, published the
first list of recognizecl agencies and associations, inclucling all of the specializecl
programmatic associations that had been under consiclera’cion, most for elimination, })y
the National Commission on Accrediting. As a consequence, the work of the National
Commission on Accrediting was stopped in its tracks, and since 1952, the lists of
volun’cary accrecli’cing associations have continued to grow in the specializecl programmatic
areas.

By 1975, it was clear that there would be a need for a national voluntary organization of
accrecli’cing associations that would be signiﬁcan’c enough to act as a counter-balance to the
cleveloping accreditation activity and institutional evaluation carried on })y the Department
of Education. Accordingly, the National Commission on Accrediting and the Federation
of Regional Commissions Accrediting Higher Education Institutions combined into what
is now known as the Council on Postsecondary Accreditation. This national body has
developed a very extensive program of “recognition” of the voluntary regional, voluntary
national, and volun’cary programmatic associations that make up its membership. As of
October 1987, there were five national institutional accrecli’cing associations on their list,
six regional associations accrecli’cing coﬂeges and universities with programs of four years in
leng’ch or more, and three regional associations accrecli’cing institutions that were either
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two year or vocationai/occupa’cional in nature. F‘inaiiy, 39 specialized accrecii’cing
associations were listed as recognizeci i)y the Council on Postseconciary Accreditation, a

granci total of 53.

The list prepared by the Secretary of Education pursuant to the 1952 law cited earlier
included the same group of national institutional associations, the same regionai coilegia’ce
and two-year associations, and a number of the same specializeci associations. [t is
interesting and important to note, however, that by 1988 only nine of the voluntary
accrediting associations recognized and listed by COPA appeared on this list. They were
(1) The Association of American Law Schools, (2) The National Association of Schools
of Public Affairs and Administration (recognized only for the master’s degree in public
administration), (3) The Council on Rehabilitation Education, (4) American Council on
Construction Education (consiciering applica’cion to the Secretary of the Department of
Education as of October 1987), (5) The American Home Economics Association, (6)
The Joint Review Committee for Cardiovascular Technologists, (7) The Joint Review
Committee on Educational Programs for Anesthesiologists’ Assistants, (8) The American
Association for Counseling: The Council for the Accreditation of Counseling and Related
Educational Programs, and 9) The National Recreation and Park Association.
Significantly, eight of these voluntary associations chose to stay in the voluntary “mode”
and to have no relationship with the Secretary of Education and that government agency’s
requirements for recognition.

On the other hand, it is also significan’c to note that 16 voluntary accreciiting associations
chose to petition the Department of Education to appear on its list of “recognized”
associations. At that time, tiiey did not appear on the list of those recognizeci i)y the
Council on Postsecondary Accreditation. These associations were

1.  American Acaciemy of Microi)ioiogy (purporteciiy to allow
postcioctoral students in microi)iology to quality for loan cieierral),

2. American Association for Marriage and F‘amiiy Tiierapy,
3. The Council for N on-CoHegia’ce Continuing Education,

4.  National Accrediting Commission of Cosmetology Arts and Sciences
(a national institutional association with a very large membership),



5. The New York State Board of Regents (the only state agency on the
list of the Department of Ecluca’cion),

6. The American Coﬂege of Nurse-Midwives,

7. National Accreditation Council for Agencies Serving the Blind and
Visuaﬂy Handicappecl,

8. Commission of Opticianry Accreditation,

9. American Board of Funeral Service Education (in contact with the
Council on Postsecondary Accreditation in October 1987 for
possible application),

10.  Association for Clinical Pastoral Education (a member of COPA at
one time but withdrew, possiloly due to the additional expense),

11.  National Association of Schools of Dance,
12. National Association of Schools of Thea’cer,

13. The American Veterinary Medical Association Committee on
Animal Technician Activity Training (a two-year program for para-
veterinarians and not a member of COPA),

14. The Commission on Accreditation of Rehabilitation Facilities,

15. The Council on Naturopathic Medical Education (for free-standing
institutions in this field), and

16.  The United States Catholic Conference (clinical pas’coral programs
not in normal coﬂegia’ce institutions and primarily in prison or
hospi’cal training programs).

A decade ago, only three or four accrecli’cing organizations were not included on both of
these lists. Clearly, over the past decade, there has been a major expansion in the numbers
of specialized organizations entering the accreditation field. Also, an increasing number
are not participating in the lis’cing process of the Department of Education, and the
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number of voluntary organizations with no relationship to the government agency is

growing in number.

In contrast to the 69 accrediting associations appearing on the recognized list of the
Council on Postsecondary Accreditation or the Federal Department of Education, there is
a signi{icant group that appears on neither list. An outstanding exampie is the American
Chemical Society. From its t)eginnings in the eariy 1930s, it had been a iiigtiiy regarded
and aimost-aiways-inciuded accrediting association, listed t)y the Commissioner of
Education in 1952 (aitiiougii against its W1H) and a member of the Council on
Postsecondary Accreditation from its tJeginnings. However, the American Chemical
Society left the iisting of the Secretary of Education because the review of its operation
did not include some of the criteria from the Secretary’s list. The members of the
American Chemical Society felt that the criteria were unreasonable and unnecessary, and
tiiey have not appeared on the list since the mid-1970s. In addition, tiiey did not
continue membership in the Council on Postsecondary Accreditation after 1982-83.
Contact with a number of individuals in the American Chemical Society provided
indications that memi)ersiiip on either of these lists was not considered essential to their
purposes and did not affect ciiemistry departments or ciiernistry students.

In addition, this second group of voiuntary accreditation associations included many that
were important to individual campuses and programs but had little national visi})iiity. A
few exampies include the National Athletic Trainers Association, the American Institute
of Planners, the Institute of Food Teciinoiogists, and the International Association of
Counseiing Services. Undou]atediy, there are many others, which is apparent in the
cataiog descriptions of various departments in the thousands of coiiege cataiogs distributed
yeariy in the United States. This group of voiuntary accrediting associations continues
the century-iong tradition of “volunteerism,” and there is no indication that tiiey are
quasi-pu]siic, quasi-governmentai, or acquiring any characteristics of government agencies.

As an important part of the preparation of this article, the author surveyed responsi})ie
officials of each of the 14 separate accrediting commissions for postsecondary institutional
accrediting activity in October of 1987. Much of the data on the characteristics of these
commissions is precise. However, in a number of cases, the officials gave very close
approximations of the exact {igures because the effort required to obtain a precise {igure
would have been enormous. Asa consequence, the approximations have been designated
and included with the material presented in Table 1.
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Data were secured on three important characteristics: (1) salaried staH, both professionai
and support; (2) volunteers who served on the accrediting activity of the commissions; and
(3) the actual number of institutions approved or accredited by the commission involved.
Only 62 full-time professional staff served the 14 commissions involved; one additional
person worked nine months of the year. Only 46 persons were empioyed i)y the entire
group of associations in a support, clerical, technical, or i)ooizizeeping capacity. The
number of volunteers in the total pooi of available persons serving these 14 commissions
as evaluators, reviewers, or board and commission members was an enormous group of
16,525 persons. Of this group, 5,882 persons were called upon for actual service during
the 1986-87 accrediting year. The total number of institutions on the approved or
accredited list of the 14 associations was almost exactly available and totaled 6,119
institutions. No one knows preciseiy the total number of students enrolled in these 6,119
institutions, but an educated estimate would indicate that it is well over 15 million and
could be close to 20 million when all noncredit or extension enrollments are included.

The data presented in Table 1 ciearly indicate the profound effect of a small number of
voiuntary accrediting commissions staffed i)y a very small group of paid professionai and
support staff. Basically, these organizations operate due to a few thousand voiuntary
professionais who choose to serve because ti'iey think it is important to verity and
acienowiedge pu.t)iiciy those institutions that offer at least a minimaHy quaii{'ied program of
postsecondary education. Oi)viousiy, without this small cadre of professionais worieing
i)asicaiiy as a free resource, at least from their own perspective, the entire quaiity review
and accrediting process of the United States would falter and could become
nonfunctional. When data of this type for the institutional accrediting commissions are
combined with comparai)ie data from the speciaiized programmatic commissions, which
are undou.t)tediy as great or even greater in numbers, the magnitude of the voiuntary effort
in support of institutional and programmatic accreditation can be cieariy seen. Francis
Herrick (1974), a distinguisi'ied historian and past executive secretary of the Western
Association of Schools and Coiieges (WASC), succinctiy pointed this out in his i'iistory of
the Western Coiiege Association:

What is the conciuding lesson after half a century? This can on.iy be that
the tilougi'it and labor given to the Association have been rewarded in its
continuing life. So iong as distinguisi'ied service is given freeiy--and on.iy so
iong--a vigorous organization will go on for years to come. (p. 68)
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The Base of the Triad: The States

In the states of the United States, as in the colonies that were their predecessors, lliglier
education institutions were chartered or licensed (crea’cecl) l)y the civil government. All of
the colonial colleges were created ’clirougli a charter from the British crown. Nine of the
original 13 colonies were church-states and had an “established” church. Virginia, New
Yorlz, North Carolina, South Carolina, Georgia, and Marylancl were Anglican.
Massachusetts, New Hampsliire, and Connecticut were Congrega’cional. Three of the
other four states with an established college had very strong religious ties. Asa
consequence, the colonial colleges were l)asically religious institutions and carried this
lieri’cage ’clirougli the Revolu’cionary War periocl.

Separation of church and state was a very important part of the Revolution and the periocl
immeclia’cely lollowing (cluring the establishment of the Articles of Confederation and the
Constitution). Concerns about lligller education were affected to some clegree l)y the ideas

of separation of church and state and the balance of powers.

The 10th Amendment to the Bill of Rigli’cs was clevelopecl, stating “The powers not
clelega’cecl to the United States l)y the Constitution, nor proliil)i’cecl l)y it to the states, are
reserved to the states respec’cively, or to the people." The term education was not used in
the Constitution or in the Federalist Papers, which were clevelopecl to encourage its
passage. Therefore, education was reserved to the states. Asa consequence, the basis for
all accreditation activity, the cliartering and establishment of collegia’ce institutions, is a

state prerogative and a state power.

Volun’cary institutional accrecli’cing associations all s’cipula’ce that institutions applying for
meml)ersliip must meet the s’canclarcls, be accredited and enter into meml)ersllip, and have
the appropriate approval of the governing l)ocly in the state in which ’clley are established.
In addition, state agencies in many states are responsil:)le for evaluation of institutions and

programs that operate in the state.

Many terms are used to describe the evaluation and lis’cing process involved, e.g., register
(’clle term used l)y the first and longes’c-las’cing agency, the Regents of the University of the
State of New Yorlz), approve, recognize, accredit, certify, and license. All of these terms
have been used at various times, and most of them continue to be used in various laws,

regula’cions, and state accrecli’cing agency proceclural documents. Over the past 15 years,
both the federal government agency involved in the Department of Education and many
members of the prolessional accreditation groups in the United States have made a

17
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determined effort to reserve the term accredit for the overall evaluation process as it affects

the volunteer accrediting associations. For example, the American Medical Association
for over 70 years had used the word approve rather than accredit. However, recent

materials sent to the federal agency involved with the Department of Education used the
term accredit. Nevertheless, there is not total agreement on any one word for particular
parts of the process, and many state laws and regulations make use of clifiering terms for

this same evaluation process.

The federal law passecl in 1952 contributed to the prol)lem in this area l)y using both

agency and association as entities to be “recognized.” Until recently, the annual or

biennial report of accredited institutions as pul)lisliecl l)y the Commissioner or Secretary of
Education always included three parts: the institutional accrecliting bodies; the specialized
programmatic accrediting bodies; and Part 111, dealing with state departments of
education, state accrecliting commissions, and state universities (as state units accrecliting
schools or colleges). As late as 1964, this report on accredited liiglier education
institutions indicated that three-fourths of the states and geopolitical units of the United
States were officially accrediting institutions of higher education within their own borders.
Tliey indicated that this {-unction, as performecl l)y state boards, state clepartments of
eclucation, state universities, state commissions, or other state agencies, could be either
extra-legal, quasi-ol'ficial, or legally authorized. However, these agencies were conclucting
accreditation, and the federal government was listing them for that purpose. In many
cases, the states used the criteria established l)y regional accrecliting bodies or acloptecl
comparal)le criteria and used them for approval of or accreditation of the institutions
themselves. For example, the Oklahoma Regents for Higher Education, which is charged
with this responsibility, has an accrediting unit in the Regents” Office which accredits all
newly established institutions in the state and then recognizes the accreditation of the
institution l)y the North Central Association should such accreditation be grantecl later.

In addition to the accreditation of institutions, states have the responsit)ility, following an
institution’s cliartering or original licensing, to license individuals to perform in
professional fields such as medicine, law, accounting, engineering, and architecture. This
function is very wiclespreacl, and the interwoven activities of the professional aCCrecliting
programmatic associations and the state governments are pervasive. Marjorie Peace Lenn,
the 1987 Director of Professional Services for the Council on Postsecondary
Accreditation, completecl a detailed and difficult stucly of the state relationsliips between
accreditation, certification, and licensure. She pointecl out that “legislative action for the
expressecl purpose of protecting the pul)lic has in several cases inextrical)ly tied the
licensure and, in some cases, certification of an individual to gracluation from an
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accredited program” (p. 52). At least a dozen of the COPA-recognized accrediting bodies
have a direct link with the professional programs in many states. For example, in her
study, Lenn found that 12 states had registration and/or licensing laws affecting foresters,
which involved accreditation by the Society of American Foresters. Most states require
gracluation from an accredited program in optometry, lanclscape architecture, dental
hygiene, engineering, nursing, pharmacy, physical therapy, clentistry, and several dozen
allied health fields such as occupational therapy, respiratory therapy, blood bank
technology, medical records, histologic technicians, and others. A very strilzing fincling of
Lenn’s stucly was the requirement imposecl l)y 35 states that students must come from
accredited programs in social work to obtain licensure or certification.

The states also use accreditation lists for purposes other than licensure. Thirty states give
specific recognition to and exemption from some state laws if the courses or schools
offering them are accredited by the National Home Study Council (NHSC). In
Vermont, for example, accredited schools are exempt from bond requirements. In
California, they are exempt from special state assessment for a tuition recovery fund. In
Colorado, they are accepted without further review by the Veterans Administration/State
Approval Agency. In Delaware, they are given a waiver of on-site visitation by the
Veterans Administration’s state-approving agency. As a final example, in Kansas, this
NHSC accreditation is used as a basis for approval of out-of-state schools to operate in
the state.

Another way in which specializecl programmatic accreditation is used is the requirement l)y
some state agencies that institutions proceecl to obtain specializecl accreditation. For
example, in Massachusetts in 1985, the Board of Regents of Higher Education required
its pul)lic co]leges and universities to seek accreditation from the American Assembly of
Collegiate Schools of Business (AACSB). The standards of the American Assembly of
Co]legiate Schools of Business are a statement of requirecl resources and academic
conditions the institution must require to receive programmatic accreditation. One of the
controversial standards of the AACSB relates to the limitation on lower-division course
work which can be counted as part of the major in business. Asa consequence, many of
the two-year co]leges feel disenfranchised l)y this requirement because much of the course
work they migh‘c be oﬁering would not be allowed in the upper-clivision institutions that
are requirecl to qualify for and obtain accreditation from the American Assembly of
Collegiate Schools of Business. Another example occurred in California, where, in 1968,
the trustees of California State University acloptecl a policy encouraging its 19 campuses
to establish and maintain the high academic standards necessary to achieve accreditation
of specializecl instructional programs and to l)uclget appropriate funds for this purpose.

b A
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Further, the Chancellor’s Office aciop’ceci the poiicy that a ciepartmen’c must have
programmatic accreditation before a master’s ciegree program can be added to an existing
unciergraciua’ce program. This set of policies led to merni)ersiiip in 29 various
programmatic associations at a cost of $312,687 for 1984-85. In addition, the
California State University campuses’ total cost for membership in the Western
Association of Schools and Coiieges for regionai institutional accreditation was $144,570
in that same year, for an overall total accreditation cost of $4457,257 (Caiifomia
Postsecondary Education Commission, 1982).

Partiaily because a iiigii proportion of the merni)ersiiip of the Western Association of
Schools and Coiieges is in California, the California iegisiature and other civil government
officials have given enormous attention and direct attention to the entire process of
institutional and specialized accreditation. When a number of out-of-state institutions
i)egan to operate in California, the iegisiature passeci a law fori)iciciing their operation
unless ’ciiey had been accredited tiirougii an appropriate site visit i)y the Western
Association of Schools and Coiieges. This, of course, put the Western Association in
direct conflict with the other five regionais, which felt that their accreditation of the
institutions was sufficient or that the Western Association should oniy collaborate in
visiting out-of-state institutions when tiiey were visited i)y the other regional associations.
As a result of this tempest, the California iegisiature changeci the law and established a
separate system for the approvai (accrecii’ca’cion) of out-of-state institutions that wished to
operate in the State of California. The Private Postsecondary Education Division of the
State Department of Education of California is chargeci with carrying out this function.
The bill of the California legislature which moved WASC out of that process in (Senate
Bill 1923) also provided that institutions could now be “approved” by the State of
California provicieci that

the curriculum is consistent in quality with curricula offered by appropriate
established accredited institutions which are recognizeci i)y the United States
Department of Education [and] . . . the course for which the degree is
granteci achieves its professeci or claimed academic objective for higher
education, with verifiable evidence of academic achievement comparai)ie to
that requireci of graciuates of other recognizeci schools accredited i)y an
appropriate accrediting commission recognized by the U.S. Department of
Education.

Obviously, this provides that “approved” institutions meet the same standards as
“accredited institutions” and, thus, makes the private postsecondary accreditation division

20
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essentiaily a state agency accrediting institutions. There was some agitation i)y responsii)ie
officials of the California civil government that the list of recognized agencies and
associations (ieveiopeci i)y the Secretary of Education should include this California
agency. In many ways, it is quite comparai)ie to the Regents of the University of the
State of New York.

Another major factor related to accreditation and the effects of state agencies on
accreditation is the (ieveiopment of statewide governing boards, statewide coor(iinating
boards, and state pianning/higher education boards. These agencies grew siowiy before
World War II but very rapidly after the war. By 1979, 49 states had a statewide
coorciinating board or a statewide governing board, in most cases for pu}:)iic higher
education institutions. In 1979, Birch published the results of an extensive study he had
conducted of state higher education agency responsii)ility for the evaluation and
accreditation of pu})iic iour-year institutions of iligiler education. He carei-uiiy examined
all state cocies, statutes, and constitutions that authorized these state iligiier education
agencies and established the parameters within which ’ciley should work. He found that 17
of the 49 states involved had established their own higher education agencies to be
responsil)ie for the evaluation and accreditation of iour-year institutions. Fourteen were
expiicitiy authorized iiy iegai documents, and three were based on generai agency powers
which were described iiy the executive officers as iieing used to impiemen’c the nine major
characteristics of an accre(iiting process. Exampies of states with iegai requirements
include Connecticut, which in 1977 was made “responsil)ie for iicensing and accreditation
of programs and institutions of higher learning in Connecticut.” Also in 1977, the West
Virginia Board of Regents was ciiarge(i with maiaing “rules and reguiations for the
accreditation of all coileges and other institutions of iligiier education in the state.” In
Mississippi, ai’chougii the state governing board responsil)ie for the coileges and universities
in the state was not ciiarge(i with accreditation, a separate commission on coilege
accreditation had been created in 1942 specii‘icaﬂy to prepare an approve(i list of junior
and senior coileges and universities located in the state. They were further charge(i with
a(iopting standards that were in iaeeping with the best educational practices in
accreditation and to receive reports from the institutions seeiaing to be piace(i on the
approve(i list. These few exampies well illustrate the potentiai accreditation powers of the
central state governing boards and coor(iinating boards in the various states.

In addition to a s’cu(iy of the iegai statutes, Birch (1979) took the nine specii‘ic elements of
the accreditation process as listed in the literature of the Council on Postsecomiary
Accreditation and sent a research survey to all of the state higiier education executive
officers to obtain information on their opinion regarciing the responsii)ility of their agency
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for each of the nine elements, the iegal basis for the agency responsibility, and what
actions had been taken ]ay the agency on these responsibilities. In other wor&s, if they
were responsibie, had they actually impiemente(i the standards? In addition, he surveye&
the same executives to determine their opinions regar(iing the future operation of their
agency with regard to the nine speciﬁc elements of the accre&i‘cing process. Of the 49
higher education executives, 34 reported opinions favoring the adoption, continuation, or
expansion of state-agency responsii)ility for at least five and in some cases nine of the
major elements of accreditation. Because this study was performed in 1979, it would be
useful to determine whether the opinions of the higher education executives involved came
to fruition. A good deal of action has pro]aa]aly taken place, aithough not explicitiy in
terms of “accreditation developments” or centered around or called “accreditation.”

Statewide testing programs and assessment of eiementary and secon(iary school student
achievement have been moved (iirectiy into higher education institutions with state
initiatives as the basic force behind them. However, the assessment and outcomes
measurement process described in many of the states is much broader and much closer to
the overall process of institutional or program evaluation and eventually “accreditation.”
A 50-state survey conducted by the Education Commission of the States and the State
Higher Education Executive Officers (Boyer, Ewell, Finney, & Mingle, 1987) indicated
that two-thirds of the states felt that within the past two years, they had (ieveiope(i a
formal initiative labeled “assessment” and “could point to explicit statewide assessment
programs pianned or already in piace" (p- 9). Boyer and his team found that persons in
the various states reported “doing assessment” but that their definition could be quite
different from what migh‘c be suppose(i to be mereiy a testing program. Survey
respondents indicated that there were “new initiatives to strengthen program and
institutional reviews.” By incorporating outcome measures, new statewide retention
studies, and new follow—up surveys of college gra(iuates. Such items are characteristic of
good accreditation seif—stu(iies, al‘chough they are not nearly as compiete as would be
expecte& in a full accreditation process. Nevertheless, the entire assessment movement has
un(ioubtediy pushe& forward the idea of state concern and possii)iy state preeminence in
the determination of institutional and program quality and eventually in the {'un(iing and
approvai of such programs and institutions.

This position was rather strongly supported by the 1986 document of the National
Governors’ Association entitled Time for Results: The Governors’ Report on Education,
which stressed four different points on assessment: (1) the need for each college to have a
systematic program using multipie measures, (2) the need to use the assessment
information to evaluate institutional and program quaiity and make it available to the
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pubiic, 3) the adjustment of {-unding formulas for public co]leges and universities to
provide incentives based on results of a comprehensive assessment program, and (4) that
the institutional accreditation grant should be based somewhat on demonstrated levels of
student ieaming and performance. A recent special task force of the State Higher
Education Executive Officers (SHEEQ) was established to study the governors’ report.
They made 10 recommendations for a nationwide program. This overall look at
assessment included some recommendations deaiing directiy with phases or parts of
accreditation. For exampie, Recommendation 4 supported the use of measures invoiving
the performance of students on licensure and certification examinations for the judgment
of program and institutional quaiity. Eight other recommendations dealt with particu.lar
parts of a total assessment program, but Recommendation 10 suggested strongiy that
institutional accreditation associations should include assessment of student outcomes in
the accreditation process. Likewise in the comment regarding this recommendation, the
special SHEEQ committee suggested that in iicensing and certifying fields, specialized
accrediting associations should set minimum standards for performance as part of their
review. They further suggested that regionai accrediting associations should work with
institutions to set individual benchmarks for outcomes in such areas as the assessment and
diagnosis of entering students’ capai)ilities ; uniform definitions of graduation and
retention rates, with special attention to minority students; and dealing with the
assessment of generai education objectives of undergraduate students.

Obviousiy, the depth and intensity of the assessment and outcomes measurement activity
of the past decade, particu.lariy the last few years, aiong with attention to the demands for
quaiity By our constituents, make it clear that the nationwide thrust in this direction has
been a major activity at the state level. Inevitabiy, this entire assessment movement and
its direction by the states will have long-reaching effects on both institutional and

programmatic accreditation.

The Other Side of the Triad: Federal Agencies

Until recently (even post-World War II), the federal government has been described as
“operating at the periphery of higher education” (Brubacher & Rudy, 1976, p. 219, 230).
In spite of a few major contributions in the form of land to establish state universities or
other iand-grant institutions or to fund organizations such as the National Youth
Administration for over 620,000 college students (a total of $93 million) during the
1930s Depression, it was not until the Veterans Readjustment Act of 1944 began pouring
billions of dollars into higher education that it became a major actor on the stage of higher

23



19

education. Simultaneously, cluring World War II, the needs of the nation for research
had led to a massive, but focused, program of financing research at federal expense
througl'l selected research universities in the United States. As Cowley and Williams
(1980) pointed out quite cogently, the federal interest since World War IT has been
primarily in {:inancing individuals or in {:inancing research and not for the support of

teaching itself.

The enormous shift in sources of support for higher education institutions is most
apparent in examining the share that comes from the federal government. Between 1929-
30 and 1973-74;, the total governmental appropriations for higher education institutions
moved from 9% at the federal level and 91% from state and local levels to 45% from the
federal level and 55% from the other two governmental sources (Carnegie Council on
Policy Studies in Higher Education, 1980). This tremendous change led to the
increasing problems discussed earlier, clistributing funds and ensuring accountabili’cy for
the expenditure those funds. Finkin (1978) emphasized that the Higher Education
Amendments of 1972 indicated a Congressional response to this problem, particularly as
it appliecl to financial aid for students. In that year, Congress proviclecl for a fiscal audit of
institutions participating in the insured loan program to establish “reasonable standards of
financial responsi})ili‘cy" for each of the institutions and to suspend or terminate the
eligibility of institutions that fell afoul of such regulations. In 1976, Congress expanded
the power of the Department of Education to carry out a fiscal audit of an approvecl
institution’s financial aid operations. Congress had taken into account the reportecl
continuing abuse in the guaranteecl student loan program and concluded that the
accreditation system alone was not an aclequate check on such abuses. Also in 197(),
Congress rejectecl the request of the Commissioner of Education for express statutory
authorization to require accrecliting agencies to determine the “probi’cy" of the institutions
they accredited as a condition for being listed. Finkin explicitly summarized the approach
of the Congress cluring the last several sessions:

It is clear that nothing in the legislation enacted after 1968 represents any
change in the basic statutory assumptions of the accreditation-reliance
system. On the contrary, the post-1968 legislation indicates that when
Congress sought to tighten controls over institutional activity unrelated to
educational quali‘cy, to effect policies of consumer protection or financial
responsi})ili’cy, it chose to act clirectly by means unrelated to the system of
institutional or programmatic accreditation. (pp. 6-8)
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In this way, Congress determined that the police power of the state shall be exerted
through the Department of Education directly with institutions or students and not by the
accrecli’cing associations themselves or the Council on Pos’csecondary Accreditation. As
will be noted later, the regula’cions proposecl in Sep’cem.l)er 1987 continued to attempt to
use the lis’cing process for recognition of accrediting agencies and/or associations as an
easier, less expensive alternative to llaving the Department of Education actually exert the
appropriate policy power with particular institutions or students found to be al)using the
funcling ’cliey received.

The restraints placecl on federal agencies l)y constitutional s’cipula’cions and speciﬁc
legisla’cive limitations were quite restrictive. For example, the 1958 National Defense
Education Act contained specific language:

No’cliing contained in this Act shall be construed to authorize any
clepartmen’c, agency, officer, or employee of the U.S. to exercise any
direction, supervision, or control over the curriculum, program of
instruction, aclminis’cra’cion, or personnel of any educational institution or

school system.

Similar language inserted in Section 432 of the General Education Provisions Act has
become almost “boiler plate” for inclusion in appropriation bills and acts enacted by
Congress and the Department of Education over the past two decades.

Also in the past two decades, the expansion of federal programs involving education and
educational accreditation has been extremely significan’c. Bender (1977) indicated that
the Committee on Education and Labor and the United States House of Representatives
had jurisdiction over 114 federal programs in the higher education field by 1976. At the
same time, the Lil)rary of Congress identified 439 separate statutory authorities aflec’cing
liiglier education. Young et al. (1983) also noted that there were “about 400 programs in
a wide variety of federal agencies which delivered funds either clirec’cly to institutions of
postsecondary education or indirectly through the states or through their students” (p.
141). Thirty of these programs (7-8%) were administered by the Office of Education.
However, in spite of this prolifera’cion of bills and programs aflec’cing liiglier education, the
Department of Education and the Secretary of Education continued to be limited in their
direct control or administrative authority in the institutions at which the programs were

aimed.
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Another small straw in the wind regarding federal Congressional attitudes toward
accreditation by the federal government involved the following. The Veterans
Administration’s 1987 JEiscal-year l)udget for contracts with the states to fund state-
approving agencies was only $9.3 million. This was a significant drop from the $15
million expended a number of years previously and gave rise to the concern that the state-
approving agencies miglit be established as a federal system of overall accreditation. The
considerable cuts and resu.lting diminished potential for federal takeover of accreditation
was a signiticant cliange from the past.

January 5, 1988, stands out in the legal llistory of voluntary institutional accreditation.
On that day, a federal judge in Portland, Maine, Frederick O. Johnson, determined in the
Nasson College case (Maine, Chapter 11, Case No. 282-00416) that “the federal
government is not involved in the accreditation process. One of the distinctive features of
American education is that the development and maintenance of educational standards are
the responsit)ilities of nongovernmental, voluntary accrediting associations.” He cited a
number of supporting cases leading to this conclusion, agreed with them, and ruled that a
regional accrediting association, “the New England Association of Schools and Colleges,

. . ”
is not a governmental unit.

The urge and/or desire to ensure that federal “spending” programs are properly used by
individuals, programs, and institutions leads to constant tension about the way in which
the accountal)ility function is to be administered. Precisely for this reason, the
Congressionally required listing of accrediting associations and agencies tlirougli a
Department of Education recognition process l)rings the control and/or accountal)ility
factors very close to actual evasion of other laws provided l)y the Congress. A specitic
example relates to the Higher Education Amendments of 1986, which made a number of
cllanges in the laws related to liiglier education and to the regu.lations for recognition of
accrediting associations and agencies for which a new set of rules was proposed in the
Federal Register for Septeml)er 8, 1987. Two illustrations will suffice. Congress has a
great deal of concern regarding the expenditure of federal money for students who do not
have the “al)ility to benefit” from the use of federal funds. Consequently, tliey included a
specitic provision regarding the al)ility to benefit students and how tliey are to be admitted,
tested, counseled, and in other ways better prepared to make proper use of the funds. This
law specitically proliil)ited the Secretary of Education from estal)lisliing rules and
regu.lations that would define the admissions procedures or the remediation programs that
are used l)y institutions that admit students in the al)ility-to-l)enetit category. The
Secretary, likewise, is specitically cliarged not to impose upon any accrediting l)ody
standards that are different or more restrictive than the standards provided in the statute.
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Congress, in its wisdom, felt compeiled to write this restriction into the enat)iing
iegisiation. The section of the proposed new rules for recognition of accrediting
associations included Section 602.20 deaiing with the at)iiity to benefit students under the
Title IV Student Financial Assistance programs.

In reviewing the entire set of rules, the Council on Postsecondary Accreditation’s (1987)
response to this section was that it should be compieteiy deleted because it speciticaily went
t)eyond rules related to the development of criteria for preadmission counseling of
prospective students. The COPA reviewers noted that this was speciticaiiy not in the law
and, therefore, it was in violation of the way in which the law had been prepared. This is
an excellent exampie of the tension which had deveioped over these massive federal funds
and the limitations of federal agencies trying to administer the programs tiirougii a system
that involves nongovernmentai agencies and independentiy deveioped criteria in a number

of different associations and groups.

C onciuding Remarks

Voluntary accreditation obviously has many uses. Boyer, in his 1986 report for the
Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaciiing, C’o//ege.' The Una’ergraa’uate
Experience in America, proposed that revoizing institutional accreditation as well as
eiigit)iiity for intercoilegiate participation migiit be the form of punisiiment most iileeiy to
stop serious violations of athletic rules. Seemingiy, every proi)iem that deveiops in the
operation of the thousands of varied postsecondary education institutions is susceptii)ie to
repair or improvement if only the voiuntary accrediting associations would ciiange their
criteria to include the particuiar prot)iem that arises. In addition, sanctions of varying
agencies, associations, and organizations migiit include revocation of accreditation for
institutions that do not compiy.

Over the century in which voiuntary accreditation has been deveioping, a multitude of
uses has actuaily been deveioped. Miller named many of the put)iic and private uses of
accreditation in his classic 1973 study which was important in the establishment of the
Council on Postsecondary Accreditation. Key exampies follow.

1. Of course, a primary use of the accreditation process is to provide

prospective students, academic counselors, and parents with some
guidance in ciioosing institutions and programs of study.
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As we have noted, the states use the accreditation process, primarily
of specialized programmatic associations, but also the regionals in
many cases, for the determination of licensure of individuals and the

admission to practice of people in a wide variety of fields.

Admission to graduate schools often depends on graduation from a
regionaﬂy accredited institution or in departments approved t)y a
specialized programmatic association.

Many states and the federal government use the accreditation
associations and their approval of institutions as a basis for eligi]oiiity
to participate in state loan and sciiolarsiiip programs and in federal

loan, work study, and grant programs.

Undergraduate and graduate traineesiiips and teﬂowsiiips are often
limited to institutions with accredited educational programs,
particularly in the health related and vocational rehabilitation related
fields.

Commissioned appointments in the pul)lic health service depend
upon graduation from an accredited institution or program of study,
and eligi]oiiity for a commission in the miiitary services for a nurse
must be graduation from an accredited program t)y the National
League for Nursing.

Memt)ersiiip in protessional societies, such as the American Chemical
Society, is often contingent upon completion of a degree program in
an accredited or approved program. In the case of the American
Chemical Society, a person can quality for memt)ersiiip after one year
of service as a chemist rather than waiting for three years of service as
a chemist. Qualitications of this type are also characteristic in the
engineering fields where graduation from an accredited engineering
school program will substitute for years of experience in the field
toward memt)ersiiip in the society and in some states speed up the
process of eligi]oiiity to take the examinations for certification and
registration. Another example is memt)ersiiip in the Society of
American Foresters, where accreditation determines the eligi]oiiity of
graduates for certain grades of memt)ersiiip. (pp. 36-37)
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Additional uses for accreditation cieveiop constantly. Many foundations provicie funds or
accept proposals for projects only if the institution or the program within the institution is
accredited. This same poiicy is often followed l)y iarge business organizations in their
decisions about giits to coHege endowments and even in their determination to participate
in joint institutional-business arrangements to increase economic productivity and
improve economic cieveiopment in the regions in which they may be together.

Two different approaches appear to be cieveioping insofar as accrediting associations
themselves are concerned. A number of associations have petitioneci the Secretary of
Education for recognition i)y the Department of Education for very speciai purposes of
their association. For example, the American Academy of Microbiology apparently
petitioneci for and received recognition l)y the Secretary of Education mostiy because of
the iarge number of postcioctorai students involved in microl)ioiogy and the possiiniiities of
government loan payment deferral until compietion of the program.

On the other hanci, it is important to emphasize that a number of proiessionai accreciiting
associations have sought and obtained recognition from the Council on Postseconciary
Accreditation without recognition from the Department of Education. That coupieci with
the small but increasing number of associations that have not sought recognition from
either of the two iarge iisting bodies indicates that the future cieveiopment of voiuntary
accreciiting associations may very well be at a distance from the federal and even the state

agency operations.
y

In vaieciictory remarks as presicient of the Council on Postseconciary Accreditation,
Richard Millard pointeci out how the focus has changeci. The major concepts i)eing
studied and considered l:)y accreciiting associations at this point are assessment, outcomes,
and quaiity improvement. Of course, the evaluation of institutions to determine
educational quaiity has been a major responsiiniiity of voiuntary accreciiting associations for
many decades. However, the current attention to assessment and outcomes has caused a
very close reiationship between accreciiting associations and the states that have been the
primary focus of this attention. The federal government and its agency responsiiniiities
tend to focus on the operation of programs, Jr‘inancing, and proper controls over the
expenciiture of funds. Aithough this is still a concern in several states, there has been an
enormous push fora thoughtfui and measured but activist approach toward the
measurement of outcomes and the assessment of student success. Millard very
appropriateiy emphasizeci the proi)iem of confusing assessment of iearning outcomes with
institutional effectiveness as a whole. Multipurpose institutions with major responsibilities
for research and pui)iic service must be evaluated in a different way than those institutions
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that have a primary responsil)ility for instruction, teacl-iing, and the learning outcomes of
the students who attend.

In nurturing the cooperative work of COPA with the 50 states through the Education
Commission of the States and the State Higher Education Executive Officers group,
Richard Millard, at heart a pl'iilosopl-ier, may well have made one of his major
contributions to American society. The trend in the states toward assessment and quality
measures and away from arl)itrary controls tied to financial aid to students as clriving
forces in accreditation fits closely with critical ol)jectives of the volunteers who make
accreditation work. James Conant and Terry Sanford started the Education Commission
of the States 20 years ago as a counterweight toa cleveloping federal colossus. In this
case, Millard’s efforts have l-ielp materially to leeep the triad in balance.

Finally, it is important to note the delicate balance in which the triad exists and operatecl
under constant tension. The almost countless interconnections among the various states,
the several voluntary accrecliting associations, and the many agencies of the federal
government make it a mosaic that is impossilale at this stage in the l-iistory of our country
to separate. The important tl-iing is to be sure that the discrete differences in the
contributions of the voluntary associations can be separatecl and carefully protectecl in
their clealings with governmental agencies. Quite clearly, the police power of the states or
the federal government is not sometl-iing that can be transferred to a voluntary
nongovernmental agency. Likewise, it is clear that the voluntary associations and their
thousands of l)asically free voluntary evaluations will not accept the re5ponsil)ility to exert
“the police power of the state” in the process of their public service.

Prol»al»ly the ultimate answer to the question of the voluntary accrecliting associations
l>ecoming governmental agencies centers around the prol»lem of the private citizen and the
responsilailities of a private citizen in voluntary service. The voluntary accrecliting
associations operate at a very modest expense overall comparecl with the enormous amount
of goocl tl-iey do and the service tl-iey provicle to society. Federal government agencies
would be well advised in the future to note that the Congress has placecl strict limitations
on the use to which the listing power can be placecl and speci{-ically ordered the
Department of Education to use its own facilities for audits and inspection of institutions
and programs to put into effect the police power of the state when abuses are present. In
1976, it intentionally kept the word probity out of the activity of the Department of
Education and in 1986 specifically stated limits on the powers of the Secretary of
Education in the establishment of rules for implementing the recognition process. In the
various states, elements common to this same process are at work, altl-iougl'i the states use
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rather {'reely the professional associations as cohort associations in assisting in the
improvement of professional services to the populace. However, the pro£essiona1
associations appear to be the group most responsible for this increase, ad it would be easy
for them to cut back on their responsil)ilities or not add further responsil)ilities themselves.

Accordingly, it appears that there are conﬂicting movements within the accreditation
scene at the present time that are sufficient to make a calculated estimate on our original
question. The accrecliting associations are not government agencies at the present, and
they will not be in the conceivable future. They have a quasi-pul)lic relationship which
requires goocl stewarclship and attention to the pul)lic service for which ‘chey were created.
However, the inclepenclence of the thousands of volunteers who make it work is some
assurance that ‘chey will never become “just another government agency.”
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